
The Little Co-op that could.
A Vermont Love Story



• The Onion River Co-op (ORC)
City Market, Began as a buying 
club in 1973.

• Since then the Co-op grew 
and relocated several times.

In the Beginning 



Downtown Grocery Store Closes  
June, 1999 

Price Chopper closes,  
leaving downtown Burlington 
residents with no source of 
reasonably priced food within 
walking distance. 



The city solicits bids from developers: Both Shaw’s and  
the Onion River Co-op top the list of submitted proposals  
to build a grocery store on a downtown city lot. 



The choice between the 
conventional grocer and the 
Co-op becomes a political and 
emotional issue for Burlington 
residents and is highlighted in  
the local media. 

The matter is portrayed as a mini 
class war in a PBS documentary, 
“People Like Us: Social Class in 
America”



Residents question whether the Co-op will be able to provide 
a wide selection of affordable items. 

Public hearings get heated as the two sides passionately 
argue for and against the Co-op.
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December 1999
Amid political pressure, the Burlington 
City Council votes 12 – 2, selecting 
the Co-op to be the new downtown 
supermarket. 

Shaw’s fails to meet zoning requirements 
and ORC is willing to address public 
concerns, which will be outlined in the 
lease agreement. 



The referendum is defeated, but leaves some Burlington 
residents with the impression that city politicians have 
ignored their voice when choosing a local “health food store” 
over a familiar conventional grocery store.

The decision is met with controversy, and a petition forces 
a citywide referendum to give the city the discretion to 
provide an $800,000 tax subsidy to Shaw’s. 



Seniors Voice Opposition to Co-op



A 100-year lease is granted by  
the city of Burlington.

December 20, 2001: ORC closes 
on a $3,625,000 loan with the 
Rural Development Division of 
the USDA.

City adds lease addendum to 
address residents concerns.

ORC choose to call the new 
store: City Market



Supermarket Principles
The Co-op will meet the needs of low-to-moderate income, 
disabled and elderly residents. 

Offer a large selection of products, including a conventional 
products to serve the full range of residents

The Co-op will support Local Agriculture and Vermont 
Products. 



February 20, 2002 
Onion River Co-op’s City 
Market opens to a line of 
more than 200 enthusiastic 
Co-op and community 
members. 2,500 customers 
visit by the end of the day.



The Co-op Today
City Market is owned by the community.

Over 8,600 households and individuals are today 
members of the Co-op. 

(membership is up 50% from a year ago)

Members elect a Board of Directors (BOD)

The Board sets policy



City Market is a hybrid store: new shoppers and old  
Co-op members alike choose from a variety of popular 
conventional items and organic products.



The Onion River Co-op will be 
central to a thriving and healthy 
community, where
Consumers have local access to progressive 
environmental, social, and healthful choices;

Residents enjoy an enhanced quality of life;

The local food system is strengthened;

The cooperative model is supported;

Our owners have a sense of pride in their cooperative 



Statistics on Employees

Current number of employees: 173
Full-time employees: 129  (75%) 
live in Burlington: 65% 



Statistics on Employees
Wages:

Average bargaining unit wages exceed livable wage 
figures for Burlington by $.93 per hour

Co-op service employees earn on average 25% more 
in wages than their conventional supermarket 
counterparts



Employee Benefits
100% match up to 6% on 401(k)

Pay 100% of Health Care Premium  for full-time 
employees

Four weeks paid time off in 1st year 

Mass transit benefit

15% product discount 



Job recruitment & Staff Diversity
V.A.B.I.R. (Vermont Association of Business, Industry and Rehabilitation) 

Vermont Refugee Resettlement Program

Association of Africans living in Vermont

Howard Center

Offender re-entry program



Seniors Today
Lunch With Neighbors: 

• Over 900 meals a year  
  (no charge)

• Four Burlington senior centers

• Over 4,000 meals since the    
  program began in 2005

From critics to strong supporters

Seniors get 5% discount



Food Stamp Sales (3SquaresVT)



The Food for All Member Program 
is a 10% discount program (excluding wine and beer)

Who is Eligible?

Any member* who receives: 

• Food Stamps (3SquaresVT)

• Women, Infants & Children (WIC)

• Disability

*Eligible members may claim hardship and  
waive their $15 member equity fee for 1 year
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Food for All Member Participation



Food for All Member Sales



Chittenden Emergency Food Shelf
Tear off coupons FY 06-09 $114,848

Cash Donations $64,400

Additional Donations $21,700

 $200,948

The Food Shelf’s 2008 annual  
food budget was  $150,000



Why Local?
Building Community

 Sustainability, Freshness, Variety, Quality

  Support Local Economy



Buying local 
The Co-op purchases over $4 
million in VT products each year.

The multiplier effect for 
agriculture (2.5) is one of  
the highest of any sector of  
the economy 

65¢ cents of every dollar spent at 
City Market stays in Vermont



Local Products
The Number of local products 
fluctuates seasonally.  

Goal: 1,000 +/- Vermont Products. 

In November we sold over 1,700 
Vermont Products
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Co-op Milk

We sold over 100,000 gallons in two years



Winter Planning for Local Growers



Highlighting Local to consumers



Highlighting Local to consumers



Environmental metrics: Solar Power
In February 2010, City Market 
will install 136 solar panels on 
our roof.

The payback is less than 5 years.



Cloth Bag Refund
We refund 5¢ each time a 
shopper uses a cloth bag

In this past year we refunded 
over $14,000 at 5¢ a bag. 

We used 14% fewer plastic bags 
as a result 



Annual Customers



Economic Success: Sales



Adamant Co-op
Brattleboro Food Co-op
Buffalo Mountain Food Co-op
City Market - Onion River Co-op
Hunger Mountain Co-op
Kingdom County Co-op
Middlebury Natural Foods Co-op
Plainfield Co-op
Putney Food Co-op
Rutland Area Food Co-op
South Royalton Market
Springfield Food Co-op
Upper Valley Food Co-op
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the NCGA  
Co-ops are a 
virtual buying  
club and have  
a shared national 
sales plan



Co-ops Share Financial Information



Patronage Refund
The Co-op acts as a non-profit towards its members.

ORC made a net profit of  5.7% in 2009. 

We were able to give back over $250,000 in cash to our 
members.

Patronage Check average: 

 In 2008 $27

 In 2009  $77



Howard K. Bowers Fund
Cooperative Excellence Award 2008


